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Is the Virtual Ethnic Subject Real?1
Vince Marotta
Globalisation, in its various manifestations, has contributed to the pervasiveness
of new information and communication technologies and these have changed our
understanding of what constitutes human interaction in everyday life. Online forms
of social interaction and communication have also led to a rethinking of traditional
social science concepts such as community (Rheingold 1999, Driskell and Lyon 2002,
Hornsby 2005), place (Meyrowitz 1985, Wellman 2001), social interaction, social
bonds and cognitive experience (Cerulo 1997, 1998). The use of the Internet has also
led some scholars to call for a re-theorising of the nature of boundaries and the
notion of the stranger (Meyrowitz 1997), while others have argued that the
prevalence of online social interaction has meant that we need to reconceptualise
the notion of anonymity (Nissenbaum 1999, Kennedy 2006), identity and subjectivity
(Castells 1996, Turkle 1997a, 1997b, Katelyn et al. 2002). This rethinking and
retheorisation has been particularly evident in how meaning is constructed in the
intersubjective online encounter. The work of symbolic interactionists such as Mead,
Cooley and Goffman and their respective ideas of the I vs. Me, the Looking-Glass
Self and the Presentation of Self have been pivotal in re-imagining the self/other
relationship in cyberspace (Sannicolas 1997, Zhao 2005). Although the body and its
visual cues have been important to how symbolic interactionism comprehends the
construction of meaning in an intersubjective encounter (Swingewood 2000), the
symbolic interactionist approach has been, until recently, confined to the interpreta-
tion and study of text-based computer-mediated communication (CMC).
The enthusiasm over text-based CMC has been over how the body in the digital
world has become obsolete in the presentation of the online self (Lupton 1996, Seoh
2007). This has been over-exaggerated in the CMC literature and rather than the
body being transcended, its role in signifying, re-inscribing and reinforcing
stereotypes has continued in cyberspace (Ajana 2005, Boler 2007: 140). The ideas
of symbolic interactionists have now been extended to an analysis of visual CMC that
occurs on social media sites such as MySpace and Facebook (Davis 2010, Gottschalk
2010, Mod 2010). In these sites, visual cues and thus the body become re-embodied
in the online world. The use of webcams and the increasing popularity of Skype for
online interaction has re-inscribed the body as a factor in online encounters and
become a key factor in presentation of the digital self. The anonymity of the body has
become difficult with the use of such new video technologies. A re-focusing of the
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body has led to speculations that this will lead to social anxiety for those individuals
who have traditionally used text-based CMC as a way to relieve the stressing and
sometimes awkward experience of face-to-face interaction (Philippot and Douilliez
2011). Kang (this issue) also illustrates that the Internet is not a disembodied social
experience. Through the use of video conferencing and live video sharing, the
Chinese professionals in her study reproduce their ‘‘home space in China and insert
a Chinese style spatiality into the informants’ homes in London’’. Through the use of
Skype an ‘‘Internet-enabled bodily contact’’ occurs in which a transnational Chinese
family space materialises. In these online transnational visual social spaces ‘a Chinese
form of parenting’ takes place where parents observe (with the use of webcams) the
welfare and safety of their family members overseas.
The global movement of capital, people and ideas and the use of the Internet to
communicate across time and space has led migration scholars to rethink and
reconceptualise the nature of nationalism, national identity, citizenship, cross-
cultural relations, multiethnic societies and the relationship between democracy
and diversity. The use of CMC has meant that immigrants in various host societies
are able to connect to their relatives and friends in their original homes, but they are
also now capable of connecting synchronously to co-nationals across multiple host
countries. These multiple online transnational intra-cultural communications, that
are shaped by and contribute to the time-space compression, has encouraged
migration scholars to pay greater attention to the different types of online cross-
cultural and intra-cultural relations. Underlying these studies is usually an unstated
assumption regarding the relationship between the real and virtual world and what
they constitute. We thus need to probe into this under-studied facet of the virtual
ethnicity literature and investigate the type of relationship that exists between the
‘real’ and ‘virtual’ ethnic subject (Marotta, in this issue).
Such an investigation is usually tangential to the literature on online ethnic and
racial subjects. Overall, this literature tends to focus on three themes: it examines how
ethnic and racial subjects present themselves and are represented by others in an
online environment, it argues that online ethnicities epitomise transnational and
global processes, and it highlights the enabling and/or repressive nature of cyberspace
for culturally and racially diverse groups. These accounts either imply that the virtual
ethnic and racial self, and their online experiences, reflect those in the real world or
argue that the online lives of ethnic and racial subjects are qualitatively different and
more enabling than their offline experiences. This raises some pertinent questions:
Is the virtual world that culturally and racially diverse people inhabit different from
their real physical world or does it reflect or construct the real? Does the real world
construct the virtual? What constitutes the ‘real’ and the ‘virtual’ and does this
difference affect our understanding of the virtual ethnic self? Does the binary between
the virtual and real ethnic self hold in a hyper simulated postmodern world of
fluidity, fragmentation and flux? Some commentators have argued that the boundary
between the virtual and real has already collapsed because our offline self is brought
into our online interactions and our online interactions have changed how we
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interact offline. Cyber theorists have argued that ‘‘After virtual reality, ‘reality’ is not
the same, but has been altered by the bleeding of both ‘worlds’ into each other, by
their mutual inseparability’’ (Stuart Cunningham cited in Gottschalk 2010: 505).
Although couched in metaphysical and highly abstract terms, a recent paper
by Gunkle (2010) on the relationship between avatars and their ‘real’ personas behind
the screens offers us an insightful point of departure for our discussions of whether
the virtual ethnic subject is ‘real’. In terms of the relationship between the real and the
virtual, Gunkle identifies two contentions: one that argues that individuals in
cyberspace can transcend their biological and socio-structural positions while the
other approach notes that cyberspace reproduces and reinforces these structural and
cultural positions. What these two approaches have in common is that they adopt
a particular conceptualisation of the real that is left hanging in the background of
discussions on the potentials and pitfalls of interaction in cyberspace. What is needed
therefore is ‘‘an examination of the common understanding of the ‘real’ that has been
operationalized in these various discussions and disputes’’ (Gunkle 2010: 129). The
first approach to the real adopted by cyberspace researchers inverts Platonic
metaphysics where the real thing is not found in the empirical world of the
embodied subject but located in the realm of ‘‘supersensible ideas’’ and, for Plato,
what we see through our senses is mere representation. Cyberspace scholars imply
that in fact real things exist in the physical world and the objects that we as
individuals reside in. The virtual ethnic subject in these terms is not identical to the
physical embodied ethnic self; they are merely appearances or representations
that are ‘‘projected into and simulated by the computer-generated environment’’
(Gunkle 2010: 131). The second view adopts a Kantian perspective that argues that
we understand our physical and embodied world only through our senses and that
access to the real, the thing-in-itself, is impossible. We only really know the object
through our senses. Nonetheless, for Kant, the real or the thing-in-itself does exist. In
terms of understanding the ‘real’ person behind the avatar or the virtual ethnic
self, this perspective argues that ‘‘direct and unmediated access to the real thing
behind the avatar [or virtual ethnic self] is in many cases impractical and effectively
inaccessible’’ (Gunkle 2010: 133). In addition, it implies that the thing-in-itself is
logically necessary in order for one to argue that the avatar or the virtual ethnic self is
a fabrication or a representation of the real and thus not real. Drawing on the work of
the Slovenian philosopher and cultural theorist Slavoj Zˇizˇek, Gunkle summarises the
third approach to the real as based on a critique of Plato and Kant. These thinkers
assume that the thing-in-itself (the real ethnic subject in our case) existed in the first
place. In the work of Plato and Kant there is an expectation that the real exists and
this ‘‘expectation that has been inherited from Plato and that has, since that time,
held an important and controlling interest in western intellectual history  is itself
a metaphysical fantasy and fabrication’’ (Gunkle 2010: 135). Online relations and the
personas that are constructed through online interactions such as the virtual ethnic
subject are not representatives of ‘‘some independent and pre-existing real thing’’
behind the screens because the thing-in-itself  in this case the real ethnic self which
Journal of Intercultural Studies 461
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exists in the physical world  is a fabrication and a construction and is never an
unmediated and unmitigated experience. Farquharson’s analysis (this issue) of how
‘race’ is constructed in online parenting communities suggests that the construction
of ‘race’ in the offline world does not necessarily reflect how it is represented in
cyberspace. She concludes that ‘‘it may be more useful to conceive of cyberspace as a
separate space that is developing its own meanings around ‘race’’’. Although
Farquharson demonstrates how online parenting sites are social spaces for hegemonic
whiteness, what it means to be white and black on the Internet is not necessary a
reflection of pre-existing racial formations that exist offline. Denis and Paulos’ work
(this issue), which is informed by an intersectional approach, also highlights the
imaginary nature of virtual ethnicities. This is particularly evident when French-
speaking students in Francophone Ontario and English-speaking students in
Barbados express their online cultural specificity through language use and the
consumption of music. The meshing of the virtual and the real is further addressed
by Narayan, Purkayastha and Banerjee (this issue) who argue that transnational
Hindu student organisations in the USA and UK demonstrate ‘‘that structural
opportunities in ‘real’ spaces are redefined and re-presented in the virtual spaces of
life’’. Moreover, the study of transnational Hindu student organisations shows that
the relationship between the online and offline world is one in which it reflects,
distorts and re-imagines a ‘real’ ‘global Hinduism’. These organisations simplify,
homogenise and suppress the diversity that underlies the fabricated and fluid ‘global
Hinduism’ that exists in their home country, India.
What underlies these studies is a conception of the ‘real’ ethnic or racial self as an
imagined entity which is interwoven with elements of the virtual or immateriality
(Macfadyen 2006). The virtual dimension of the ‘real’ ethnic or racial self is evident
when we explore the role of memory in its construction. For instance, in the process
of recalling or retelling the mind temporarily dissociates itself from the material
world when it imagines its racial and ethnic identity. Macfadyen argues that
‘‘ethnicity truly involves remembering (habit-memory) . . . and that memory is
continually dissociated from material place, and often occurs instead via ‘nonspatial
mediations’ that offer virtual experiences of space/place’’ (2006: 8).
A conceptual framework drawing on the above ideas can provide a more complex
and deeper appreciation of how the virtual ethnic self has been theorised in the
literature and thus provide a point of reference with which migration scholars can
conduct research on online ethnic and racial identities. The Platonic approach to the
‘real’ can show us how the virtual ethnic self is a manipulated representation of the
real ethnic subject that is behind the screen. On the other hand, the Kantian stance
assumes that there is a ‘real’ person behind the virtual ethnic self but due to the global
nature of the web, we do not have an untainted access to this ‘real’ ethnic subject.
Zˇizˇek’s approach allows us to articulate the real ethnic subject as already a virtual
construct. The virtual ethnic self does not reproduce or borrow from the real ethnic
subject behind the screen rather the ‘real’ ethnic subject has always been virtual in the
sense that the real is always seen through what Zˇizˇek calls ‘‘perspectival distortion’’
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(Gunkle 2010: 138). Thus, the real ethnic subject is conditioned by the situation or its
place of articulation. In other words, we can re-formulate these new online identities
in terms of ‘virtually real ethnic subject’ because identity is always conditional and
positional and hence one can never hold it down and say here it is. The thing-in-itself
(the real ethnic subject) is allusive and an illusion. The virtual is not outside the real;
they coexist and define each other (Shields 2003, Mitra & Schwartz 2001). This fusion
of the ‘real’ and ‘virtual’ ethnic self means that the question of whether the virtual
ethnic self is real is misleading because the very question presupposes a homogenous
and fixed entity known as the ‘real’ or the ‘virtual’.
The papers in this special issue do not always explicitly address these issues, but
they do illustrate how the online world is intrinsically connected to transnational
and global processes and therefore plays a significant role in how we view the
interconnection between the real and virtual. Migration scholars can no longer ignore
cyberspace because how we theorise and conceptualise the experience and constitu-
tion of ethnicity and race now needs to extend beyond the material lives of cultural
and racial groups.
Note
[1] Most of the papers in this special issue were presented at a session I organised for RC05 on
New Ethnicities at the World Congress of the International Sociological Association,
Go¨teburg, Sweden, July 2010.
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